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CONVERSATIONAL IMMORALITIES. 

BY MBS. AMELIA E. BABE. 



WoBDS are realities : they have the power to evoke ideas, 
which shall evoke facts ; and it is from an inherent sense of 
right, and a subtle sense of values, that we say "words and 
deeds," not " deeds and words." For even between such grave 
evils as libertinage of words and looseness of conduct, immoral 
convei-sation is the more degrading and pernicious of the two. A 
vicious life preaches its own lesson, and bears its punishment in 
the public eye ; but vicious words enter the portals of the ear to 
defile the heart, and the loose-lipped tongue of one woman, hesi- 
tating, and insinuating sensual images, corrupts all who hear her. 
She has the infamous prerogative of being the source from which 
moral sewage percolates into minds whose numbers she cannot 
estimate, and whose defilement is a wrong passing her power to 
redeem. 

The prostitution of the ear is a fact whose solemnity is too 
lightly regarded ; for a girl who will listen to impure talk will 
also do impure things. And in respect to our private intercourse 
we are a loose -zoned, free-and-easy generation. Women talk with 
each other, and also with men, on subjects which fifty years ago 
were scarcely spoken of, except in " asides " and allusions ; and 
young girls have a familiarity with the names and likelihoods of sin 
of which the maiden of past generations was absolutely ignorant. 

It is often said that such ignorance is unwise, that life should 
now be taken on a broad, philosophical basis, and that whatever 
is true is also proper. On the contrary, nothing is gained by 
divesting human life of certain mysteries, and much is lost. 
Matrons may converse innocently on subjects which young girls 
should not listen to ; which they cannot listen to without losing 
something of the bloom of innocence that men have always 
respected as the great charm of maidenhood. Married women 
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may imagine that their puzzling ellipses and mysterious allusions 
are regarded by young girls with indifference : the case is by no 
means so ; a prurient curiosity is aroused, and they have opened 
for imagination the door into forbidden ground. 

The modesty of a young woman is the tact put before all her 
perceptions, the instinct which resists whatevet is forbidden, the 
blind discernment, the mute indicator of what should not be 
known. It makes the senses circumspect, and it prevents youth 
from stepping prematurely out of its innocence. Surely it is the 
duty of mothers and matrons to hesitate ere they remove this 
delicate veil between the senses and the innocent mind ! 

Loose, unguarded talk between women is, however, the least 
of the conversational immoralities of our day. Even young girls 
now talk with men on subjects scarcely proper, and in language 
which is still more doubtful. For our active life is beset by so 
many complications of purposes, impulses, and sensibilities that 
nothing now seems so very bad or so very good to us. Such ques- 
tions as prostitution and Malthusian doctrines are courageously 
gone into, and conversation about them is carried on in a free and 
unembarrassed way. Women of whose lives good girls should at 
least seem to be ignorant are topics of discussion. It is easy to 
admire that conversational frankness which calls a spade a spade, 
but spades need not be put into garbage heaps, and a reticence 
that is almost dissimulation about certain matters is a feminine 
virtue very near akin to modesty. There are bad people in the 
world, but young girls should never be near enough to them to be 
aware of the fact. 

Unfortunately, also, there are reputable women who, not hav- 
ing intellect, try to compass notoriety by saying and doing 
startling things. With audacious daring they discuss characters 
whom they would consider it a defilement to know; the peculiar 
features of their friends' marriages ; the scandals which have 
caused pending divorces. There are reputable women who de- 
light in slippery confidences and perilous familiarities. There 
are fast girls who consider propriety an attribute of old 
maids, and who utter doubtful speeches and slang phrases with 
an air of intentional smartness and hopeless unruliness which 
would be disgusting, if it were not so pitiful; "awfully jolly 
girls " who have a professional jabber so slippery and evasive that 
gesture is more to be trusted than its masquerading initials. Let 
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such girls imagiDe themselves mothers teaching the savagery of 
slang to their baby daughters, and it may help them to an esti- 
mate of its immorality and intrinsic vulgarity. 

Pure, refined language is one of the many charms of noble 
womanhood, and girls who think it "slow" are not as interest- 
ing as they consider themselves. Perhaps at exceptional moments 
they may be amusing, but whatever is the cause of laughter con- 
tains within it the elements of contempt. A girl who has ceased to 
exact respect for herself speedily becomes a bore, and sooner or later 
she will have this fact made clear to her with an unsparing 
frankness. 

The present laxity in the morals of conversation has come 
from various causes. One has certainly been an imprudent and, 
perhaps in many instances, an unclean and spurious charity. 
Never before in the history of Christendom have unchaste women 
been the subjects of so much attention. The broad Saxon names 
designating them, unsparing in their condemnation, unmistaka- 
ble in their meaning, have been put aside for others euphemistic 
enough for good society, and thus unnamable things have been 
made namable. It is a very significant breaking-down of decent 
barriers. The "whore" and the "courtesan" have become 
" fallen sisters" and "unfortunates," "Magdalens" or "lorettes"; 
and a sentimental sympathy has familiarized young girls with 
conditions of which they ought absolutely to know nothing. 

To seek and to save the lost is truly a noble mission, but the 
mission is not one for unmarried girls. If moral scavenging is to 
be done, let those men who have conceived themselves " called " 
to preach repentance do it. And if women are advantageous in 
the service, there are mothers in Israel, there are widows who 
have empty hands, and matrons who have daughters of their own. 

But the truth is that these " moonlight " and " midnight " 
missions attract girls by their romantic names, and by that flavor 
of impropriety that attaches to them. It may be asked. Will it 
make us wicked to know all about the wicked ? We certainly 
expect that knowing about the good will make us good. The 
rule will work both ways. These dark-life studies are dangerous. 
Can we touch pitch and not be defiled ? Can we go into the 
haunts of sin and not get a strong soupfon of them ? To give 
the young an unnatural insight into the methods of immorality 
has dangers which are facts. 
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And if they go, then they have done what they consider a 
great charity, and they inevitably desire to talk of it. Under 
the guise of religion they can do so. But talking of fallen women 
is talking of vice, no matter how many texts are introduced. 
And into what perilous places walks that girl who talks with men 
of her Magdalens, their wrongs and sorrows, their repentances 
and their relapses ! How barriers slip away as unchastity begins 
to be looked upon as misfortune ; when men are regarded as the 
seducers, and women as their victims; when any case is supposed 
in which a woman is not in herself a sufficient guardian of her 
purity ! Yet one has only to go among a certain very respectable 
class of society to get the impression that the most interesting 
state of womanhood is woman at her lowest point of degrada- 
tion. Certainly this is a wrong atmosphere for inexperienced 
youth. Good girls should dwell outside the current in which 
such subjects are spoken of. It is not given to the generality 
of men and women to visit Corinth, and not do as Corinth does. 

The excuse for these imprudences may be found in the fact 
that women will commit immoralities in the mass which singly 
they would shrink from. What modest girl would talk of the 
heroine of " Traviata" to her lover ? Yet with that indecency 
generated by numbers she will sit for hours in the crowd of the 
theatre, admiring the luxury, the splendor, the passions, and the 
sorrows of the dying prostitute. She will join the chorus ador- 
ing " La Perichole " and giggle over Schneider or Aimee. Surely 
this is a seduction worthy of the attention of those parents who 
know the wisdom and kindness of the divine prayer, " Lead us 
not into temptation." 

Purity of speech is as much to purity of action as kind and 
gentle speech is to peace and good- will ; and never is a woman 
so undignified and so unlovely as when uttering words of doubtful 
propriety. There may be even no question of virtue or vice in 
such talk ; but it takes the edge of modesty, and she has no cause 
of offence if, after them, men approach her with that air of easy 
insolence which they readily fall into with a woman who, having 
ceased to respect herself, has also ceased to respect them. 

Another provocative to immoral conversation in our modem 
life is the erotic literature of the day and its promiscuous circula- 
tion, both in the form of cheap novels and in the columns of the 
newspapers ; the details of divorce trials, the publicity given to 
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lives of shame and crime, etc., etc. Now, the reader of immoral 
books is never a person of moral practice. Unwholesome brood- 
ing over unwholesome reading brings sin ; much more so conver- 
sation pertaining to it. It is said that to the pure all things 
are pure ; but, unfortunately, a large part of society is not pure ; 
and the ease with which the sexes now approach each other makes 
immoral reading particularly dangerous. " What are you now 
reading?" seems a very innocent question, but its answer may be 
full of suggestive shrugs and glances, of meanings half expressed 
and wholly understood. 

Undoubtedly the abolition of duelling has something to do 
with immoral conversation between the sexes. In countries and 
times when men were prompt to punish with a pistol-shot, or the 
sword's point, an improper glance or a lascivious innuendo, there 
was more ceremony towards women, and certainly more visible 
respect. For there are, and always have been, a class of men 
amenable to nothing but personal physical punishment; and it is 
precisely this class who consider a woman's folly, weakness, or 
affection their legitimate prey. The pistol-shot is by no means 
advocated, nor, indeed, is there any need to advocate it; many 
times in every year we are reminded that, in spite of its illegality, 
it is looked upon as the only sufficient redress for certain wrongs. 

American women have a great deal of liberty, and to balance 
it they require a great deal of womanly dignity. No matter how 
audacious a man may be, if a woman is dignified she has the 
advantage over him. Who can talk improperly to a woman who 
listens with an icy politeness and calm, ignoring eyes ? It is an 
honest defence against all impertinences of conversation, and if 
its rigor and formality be considered slow and old-fashioned, is it 
not better to be slow and old-fashioned than contemptible? Every- 
thing can be learned, even virtue ; and social and domestic virt- 
ues are best learned and conserved by adhering to those forms of 
social life, apparently insignificant in themselves, which it is 
ruinous to abrogate. The propriety of centuries has encircled 
girls with certain limitations and rules as with a rampart ; and 
men have been taught to respect women who keep within them. 
In their violation they depart from a known order, and the mere 
breaking of conventional right is a wrong which the delinquent 
is always conscious of. And every such lapse robs her of nicety 
of feeling, of sweetness of mind, and of self-respect. 
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There are other and very distinct conversational immor- 
alities, but the one tending toward sensualism is the most gen- 
eral and the most dangerous. For many women, more thought- 
less and vulgar, perhaps, than wicked, not only tolerate 
its impertinence, but find it laughable and " funny." And it is 
worth consideration that such shady talk not only disintegrates 
the purity of women's characters, but also has a demoralizing in- 
fluence upon men. For men are themselves elevated by the respect 
they pay to good women, while those who permit them license, 
though it be but in words, drive them into contempt and cyni- 
cism even more readily than women who are fickle and false. 

Something alike to this degradation of virtue by the tongue is 
a certain degradation of religion, in which sacred things, either 
through design or excitement, are spoken of in words admitting 
of a sensual meaning — a common excess in emotional prayer-meet- 
ings, and among elderly women who have abandoned love for re- 
ligion. It is a sacrilege in itself, and a cause of sacrilege in all 
who listen and have not the moral courage to express their disgust 
and disapproval. 

The question of social lying and of its kindred immorality, 
" talking of self," is too wide to be entered upon at this time ; 
but who has not been a passive sufferer from that clamor of con- 
ceit and invasion of arrogance which lead young men and women 
to continually boast themselves the envy of one sex and the idol 
of the other — that odious egotism which has no more shame in 
parading itself than a peacock has ? 

Flattery, jealousy, calumny, satire, snubbing, etc., have each 
and all their special characteristics of immoral tendency ; but 
sins, in order to obtain proper reflection, are best looked at in the 
abstract rather than the concrete ; and it would be a great point 
gained if guardians of girls set themselves peremptorily and posi- 
tively against all conversation tending to sully the innocence of 
youth, or to bring about between the sexes that familiarity of 
speech that leads to contempt, to broken faith, to sin, to moral death. 

This is the canker in the rose of youth. There is a kind of 
affront in exhortation. 

Amelia E. Bare. 



